their impact is on study outcomes, and in refining research methods to make community engagement more successful. [1][2][3][4] [5] [6] Wallerstein and Duran 7 identify context, group dynamics, community centeredness, and research design as shaping outcomes of community-based participatory research (CBPR).
One way of strengthening collaboration with stakeholders is through process evaluation, a type of evaluation which focuses on operations and implementation. 3, [12] [13] [14] [15] Process evaluation presents opportunities for reflection and learning about participatory processes and may also help to clarify the roles and expectations of collaborators. Although relatively few projects conduct evaluations of their own research collaborations, 1, [13] [14] [15] [16] [17] existing studies indicate that a commitment to evaluation as a developmental and iterative process is empowering to stakeholders. The evaluation process can improve transparency, reveal potential facilitators and barriers to participation, and improve the robustness of research, helping researchers to gain a better understanding of patient and community interests and priorities. 2, 3, 18, 19 This paper presents findings from a small-scale process evaluation of the ongoing activities and processes of a PAC formed to collaborate with researchers on a study involving breast cancer in older women. We conducted a process evaluation to gauge how well the PAC was functioning, identify barriers to participation, and collaboratively find ways to strengthen the relationships between committee members and the research team. We also sought to determine whether the evaluation process itself could be a method of improving collaboration, which can contribute to program learning and change by asking the question: Does engaging with patients around committee processes strengthen the functioning of the committee and improve participation and attendance at committee meetings? By reflecting on these processes, this paper contributes to the limited existing literature on the implementation dynamics of participatory research projects and provides some guidance to other researchers on improving community engagement practices.
PROJECT AND PARTNERSHIP DESCRIPTION
The objective of the study was to develop an individualized decision aid and risk calculator to help older women (65 and older) with early stage breast cancer make radiation therapy treatment decisions; with the objective being more patientcentered decision making.
To develop a decision aid that is patient centered, meets patients' information needs, and is practically useful to both patients and clinicians, the research team sought to involve community members and clinicians in the process of developing and evaluating this tool over a 5-year period.
Community advisory committees are a commonly used forum for acquiring the input of multiple community stake- 20 An attempt was made to recruit women representing underserved populations. Four of the members are African American, two are Hispanic, and six are white. The "reputational method" was used to recruit members and proved highly effective. 16 The project team approached organizations that provide healthcare services, support, and resources and act as advocates for older adults and patients with breast cancer. These organizations were asked to recommend staff members, caregivers, or breast cancer survivors who were involved in their activities and whom they felt could act as strong advocates for patients.
Based on this referral, potential members were approached by the project team about participating in the committee.
The PAC meets every 2 months for 2 hours at the offices of one of the community partners to discuss the project and provide input. The office is centrally and conveniently located with free parking and provides a neutral (non-university) 
RESEARCH METHODS
Because our research was exploratory in nature, a qualitative approach was taken to this study. The evaluation was Participants were also asked to make suggestions on areas of research that interested them. As the intention of the project was to gather context-and project-specific information and advice from members for project improvement, in-depth interviews rather than existing trust scales or partnership assessment tools were used, as they provide more space for discussion and building rapport.
These interviews were conducted by the RA rather than the principal investigator (PI) to allow participants space to confidentially communicate their views on how the process was being facilitated. The RA primarily conducted the patient survey in clinics, but was also responsible for making meeting minutes; thus, she routinely attended meetings. However, she only joined the project after members had been recruited and was not involved in the facilitation or planning of meetings and was, therefore, able to take a more objective perspective than other members of the team (PI and CBPR consultant).
Nevertheless, her involvement with the project may have shaped member responses to questions and data analysis process in a way that an external evaluator might not have.
Although participants were formally consented for research purposes, efforts were made to keep the interviews as casual, conversational, and relaxed as possible. Interviews were focused on building familiarity and rapport with committee members, as well as gathering feedback. The conversations lasted 60 to 90 minutes and took place over a meal or coffee, with the RA taking almost verbatim notes, using a semistructured interview guide to ensure all topics were discussed. Interview notes, as well as process notes reflecting on the interviews, were summarized by the RA and template analysis was used to identify cross-cussing themes. A priori themes were defined at the outset based on the interview topics and this template was applied to the data and adapted during the analysis process. These themes were discussed within the research team to establish agreement over the analysis. To strengthen study validity and obtain their input, results of the evaluation were presented to the PAC who provided feedback on provisional findings and discussed ways to implement recommendations.
To determine the effect of the evaluation process on member participation, minutes taken by the RA during meetings and all investigators' notes on and discussions after the five PAC meetings before the evaluation were analyzed and compared with the two after the evaluation.
Ethical approval for this evaluation research was obtained from the Yale University Human Investigation Committee (#1412015066) via an amendment to the original protocol covering the entire project.
KEY INSIGHTS AND LESSONS LEARNED
Recruitment and Community Buy-in 
Models of CBPR best practice indicate that it is important
for committee members to have a clear idea of the project goals, aims, objectives and processes before they commit to joining a committee. [6] [7] [8] Interview data show that this had not been fully achieved in this project. For example, a number of participants were not entirely clear about the relationship between a patient survey and the decision aid that would be developed, or why the focus of the project was on radiation therapy decision making and not other aspects of care.
I thought it was a project that would help seniors feel more comfortable around their care when they came to Smilow. 
Fostering Group Interaction and Participation in Meetings
Regular meeting attendance, which was sometimes as low as 50%, was an area of concern to the investigators. Committee members came from a wide range of backgrounds, and had different levels of knowledge about breast cancer and issues related to older people; members generally felt that as a group they were able to collaborate across these differences. However, general observations of group interactions indicated that not all members of the group were equally confident in participating in group discussions and one member described the group dynamic as "a bit tentative and withdrawn" (older person's advocate, interview).
Member feedback also revealed that the structure of meetings (detailed PowerPoint presentations followed by discussion) were not creating the energy the group needed ated opportunities for engagement between these groups and the conversation needed to be pitched at a level that allowed everyone to participate with equal confidence.
Members enjoyed the fact that meetings always focused on a new task or aspect of the project. Seeing the project progress was both a positive sign of their contributions and also maintained interest.
Benefits of the Evaluation Process
The one-on-one interviews were not only valuable in obtaining members' insights, but created a better connection between the research team and members, which was most immediately obvious in the increased attendance (90% at the next meeting) and improved collegiality with the research team. With the exception of weather-related low attendance at the next winter meeting, attendance has averaged 85% at the three subsequent meetings. The evaluation process was also appreciated by members because it represented an acknowledgement of their personal contribution to the committee.
The development of individual relationships with members also made it easier for the research team to facilitate discussions within the groups, resulting in increased participation in meetings and improving the dynamic between members. Table 1 presents a summary of key insights on facilitating meaningful participation in advisory committees gathered through this evaluation.
Table 1. Key Insights on Facilitating Meaningful Participation in Advisory Committees
Recruitment and community buy-in Tap into existing networks for recruitment: Referral to the committee by a trusted source is crucial in securing member participation and trust.
Create space for networking: Committee members value networking. Opportunities for this should be created within committee meetings.
Meet with potential committee members in person: Committee members must have a clear idea of the project goals, aims, objectives, and processes before they commit to joining a committee.
Involve committee member in project conceptualization: Interest in and commitment to the project may be limited if members are not involved in this process.
Communication in and around meetings
Reach out to those who miss a meeting: Getting the input of members unable to attend meetings and updating them on committee activities is important in sustaining member interest and involvement.
Take a personal interest in members' lives: Building relationships with members as individuals builds loyalty, collegiality and encourages participation.
Remind members about project details: Project goals, objectives and activities must be repeatedly be re-stated in meetings.
Group interaction and participation
Keep it simple: Ensure meetings are accessible in terms of language and technical knowledge.
Ask for feedback: Obtaining members' feedback on committee functioning creates opportunities for co-learning.
Acknowledge and appreciate member input: Show members how you have included their input and where you have not, explain why.
Use members' skills and experience: Recognizing and using members' individual expertise within project activities shows that their input is valued, deepens involvement and provides opportunity for leadership.
Create equality in meetings: Attention must be paid to power dynamics between 'experts' and community members.
Make discussion the focus of the meeting: Group work and defined tasks help to build relationships between members and generate more discussion .
Engage with members as individuals: Personal engagement with committee members' builds relationships and may improve attendance at committee meetings.
Keep members interested: Alignment between community interest and research focus helps to maintain stakeholder participation.
Evaluation and learning Make evaluation a central part of group activities: Showing a willingness to learn and a commitment to making participatory processes effective builds community trust and confidence in the collaboration, increasing participation. 
CONCLUSIONS
Achieving meaningful collaboration can be difficult and requires significant commitment to collaborative research principals. As a result, the involvement of patients and communities in advisory committees can remain symbolic or tokenistic and service users and community partners can feel undervalued. 9, 18 To achieve genuine and meaningful engagement with stakeholders, it is imperative that researchers have facilitation skills, understand participatory research principles, and have experience in engaging communities in research.
Engaging committee members in a process of reflection can help researchers to strengthen their capacity to engage with stakeholders and creates opportunities for co-learning. Being willing to acknowledge project weakness and learn from it also helps to build more equal and reciprocal relationships, which has been shown as essential in effective participatory research. Evaluation can also help to identify barriers to stakeholder participation. 6, 21, 22 Key barriers identified in this study include the time constraints of committee members, meeting structure and facilitation, and stakeholder confusion about broader project goals and objectives. The latter was largely driven by the lack of an established leadership and agenda-setting role for the PAC. Although this has been corrected somewhat through the evaluation process, the decision making capacity of the group remains limited and must also be balanced against input from the CAC. More work is required to bring these two groups into conversation.
Overall, the study showed that members of advisory committees can provide useful input, not only on research projects, but on improving the functioning and effectiveness of the participatory processes used to seek their input. Engaging with community partners around what is and is not working in participatory research projects and showing a willingness to implement their suggestions strengthens and maintains relationships within advisory committees. 19 It also shows the efficacy of drawing on community partners' own skill sets to strengthen the collaboration, providing opportunities for leadership, which are often limited in such engagements. 
